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Note
COGNITION AND RECOGNITION IN KING LEAR,
ACT IV. SCENE vii
Jenny Rebecca Rytting
Northwest Missouri State University
Although King Lear’s half-line “You are a spirit I know” (IV.vii.49) has no
internal punctuation in the Folio or Quarto versions of Shakespeare’s play, most
modern editors add a comma between the words “spirit” and “I.” This spurious
comma forces the line to be interpreted to mean “I know that you are a spirit”
rather than “You are a spirit that I know,” whereas, without punctuation, both
interpretations are viable. I argue that the latter reading is not only possible,
based on Shakespeare’s syntactical practices, but also preferable, based on both
the immediate context of the line and the theme of recognition (and misrecognition)
developed throughout the play. Therefore, I contend that this comma represents
an inappropriate and unfortunate emendation of Shakespeare’s text.

In act IV, scene vii of Shakespeare’s King Lear, Cordelia, having

been reunited with her father, asks him a question. Their exchange,
as given in the First Folio, reads as follows:
Cor. Sir, do you know me?
Lear. You are a spirit I know, where did you dye? (IV.vii.48-49)1

My focus is on the first half of King Lear’s line: “You are a spirit I
know . . . .” As it is punctuated—or to be more precise, as it is not
punctuated in the First Folio—the line is syntactically ambiguous.
In Shakespeare’s day, as in ours, the line may be interpreted to mean
either “You are a spirit that I know” (where I know is a relative
clause) or “I know that you are a spirit” (where you are a spirit is
a complement clause). That the latter reading has been uniformly
preferred is evident from the fact that nearly every modern edition
of the play inserts a comma—unsupported by Quarto or Folio—into
the line so that it reads, “You are a spirit, I know.”2
1 Q1 (The Pied Bull Quarto) reads, “Cord. Sir know me, / Lear. Yar a spirit I know, where
did you dye”; Q2 (The N. Butter Quarto) reads, “Cor. Sir, know ye me? / Lear. Y’are a spirit
I know, when did you dye?”
2 Of the 15 modern editions of King Lear I’ve examined, all but one insert a comma.
These include most of the major editions—Cambridge, Oxford, Arden, Norton, Riverside,
the New Variorum, and so forth. The only one I’ve found that doesn’t include the comma
is the 1949 Oxford edition, edited by George Ian Duthie. However, the 1960 Cambridge
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I argue that the alternate reading, “You are a spirit [that] I
know” is not only possible but preferable, that it not only fits the
immediate context of the line better but also elucidates the theme of
recognition that is developed throughout the play. Thus, what drama
critics often interpreted as the continued ravings of a madman may
in fact represent the beginnings of a tender reconciliation between
father and daughter and one of the first glimmerings of Lear’s
growing awareness of the true identity of those who surround him.
This relative-clause reading is possible because we know
Shakespeare regularly used constructions with zero relative markers,
which occur when a relative clause lacks an initial pronoun, as in
“the play ^ I saw” instead of “the play that I saw” or “the actor
^ I admired” instead of “the actor whom I admired.” In order to
resolve authorship issues involving Shakespeare’s collaborative and
apocryphal plays, Jonathan Hope has studied Shakespeare’s use of
relative pronouns, distinguishing between zero relative markers, who/
whom, which, and that. Shakespeare employed each of these options
at various times, as seen in the following lines: “The reverent care
^ I beare unto my Lord” (2H6 III.i.34); “Against the Capitoll I met
a Lyon, / Who glaz’d upon me, and went surly by” (JC I.iii.20-21);
“That honour which shall bate his sythes keene edge” (LLL I.i.6);
and “Let Fame, that all hunt after in their lives” (LLL I.i.1). In
a total of 11 canonical Shakespearean plays, Hope has identified
277 instances of zero relative markers, representing 10-15% of the
relatives in these plays. Of these, 231 occur in the objective case,
as does the one in the line from King Lear.3 Therefore, reading this
line as “you are a spirit ^ I know” fits into Shakespeare’s normal
syntactical practices.
The immediate context of the line further demonstrates that
this reading is preferable. In the Folio and Second Quarto, Lear’s
edition, edited by Duthie and John Dover Wilson, puts the comma back in, as does every
edition thereafter.
3 Jonathan Hope, The Authorship of Shakespeare’s Plays: A Socio-Linguistic Study (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1994), 27-53; the Shakespearean examples of the various forms are
drawn from Hope, Shakespeare’s Grammar (London: Arden-Thomson, 2003), 108-11, as
is the use of a caret to represent a zero relative marker.
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line is the answer to a question posed by Cordelia, and thus must
be examined in its light. In the First Quarto, Cordelia’s line is an
imperative (“Sir, know me”), but the response she is trying to elicit
is the same. Many languages have distinct words for knowing
intellectually (which we might call comprehension or cognition)
and for knowing experientially (which we might call acquaintance
or recognition), but in Early Modern English, know can mean
either one, although the concepts are still somewhat different.4 In
her question (or in her imperative), Cordelia uses “know” in the
sense of recognition: “Sir, do you know me?” (IV.vii.48). Lear’s
answer, interpreted as “You are a spirit that I know” likewise refers
to recognition, whereas “I know that you are a spirit” changes the
sense of “know” from recognition to cognition, from knowing a
person to knowing a fact. In neither sense is Lear’s response as
direct as “Yes, I know you; you are my daughter,” but only “You are
a spirit ^ I know” can be termed an answer to the original sense of
Cordelia’s question. “You are a spirit, I know,” by contrast, merely
restates Lear’s previous line, “Thou art a soul in bliss” (IV.vii.46).
In addition, this reading may help resolve the controversy
over Lear’s subsequent question, “Where did you die?” (as given
in the First Folio and First Quarto), which is sometimes emended to
“When did you die?” (based on the less authoritative Second Quarto).
I have searched for debate or even simple comment regarding my
contention that the inserted comma in “You are a spirit I know” is
mistaken and found none, but the where/when dilemma has been
widely discussed. John Dover Wilson reviews the debate in a note
to his edition of King Lear:
Q 2 was read by […] most 19 c[entury] ed[itors] exc[ept]
Coll[ier] and Schmidt, while Dyce (Remarks (1844), p. 231)
found F ‘all but nonsense’, to which Coll[ier] replied: ‘It may
appear to others no greater nonsense to ask a spirit ‘Where did
you die?’ than ‘When did you die?’. He is, as Cord[elia] says,
‘Still, still, far wide!’. G[eorge] I[an] D[uthie] (1949) quoting
4 For example, French has savoir and connaître; German, wissen and kennen. Old English likewise had witan and cnāwan, but the meaning of the latter had expanded to cover
both senses by the Middle English period, whereas the former, while still attested in Shakespeare’s day (“I wot well where he is” [Rom. 3.2.139]), has become increasingly archaic;
see “know” and “wit v.1” in the Oxford English Dictionary.
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this, restored F and was followed by Al[exander] (1951) and
Muir (1952). To J[ohn] D[over] W[ilson] Coll[ier]’s argument
is more specious than cogent. Lear, restored to sanity, is ‘still
wide’, still bewildered, being ‘scarce awake’, but now quite
rational. Remembering that he has been in hell, he thinks at
first that he must be in the next world and Cord[elia] ‘a soul in
bliss’. The geographical question, ‘where’, would be irrational
because pointless […]; the question of a madman: and even if
psychologically defensible, which rightly considered it is not,
would be dramatically inept, a mere puzzle to the reader or
spectator, a jarring note in an otherwise perfect movement.5

I accept Wilson’s premise that Lear has been “restored to
sanity” by the time this scene takes place, but not his conclusion
that “where” is “irrational because pointless.” In order for the
question “when did you die?” to make sense—at least in the context
of identifying the addressee as a spirit—Lear must not only believe
he is talking to someone who has died but also that she was alive
the last time they met. However, he has given no indication that
he recognizes his questioner up to this point; there are twenty more
lines before he hesitantly says, “I think this lady / To be my daughter
Cordelia” (IV.vii.69-70). He would therefore have no reason to
suppose her death to have been a recent event. On the other hand, if
Lear first says “you are a spirit that I know,” the geographic question
would fit the context just as well as the temporal one. Lear, believing
that he is speaking to a spirit, suddenly realizes that the spirit is
someone familiar to him and asks, “where did you die?” as a means
to further establish her identity. Thus, “you are a spirit ^ I know”
makes more sense than “you are a spirit, I know,” both as an answer
to Cordelia’s question and as a precursor to the rest of Lear’s line,
especially as given in Folio 1 and Quarto 1.
The same holds true when we look at the larger context
of these lines. Lear’s basic problem in this play is his inability to
recognize the true worth of human character: he rewards his deceitful
daughters and banishes his truthful daughter Cordelia and his loyal
servant Kent. This is partly because he cares more about being known
5 William Shakespeare, King Lear, ed. George Ian Duthie and John Dover Wilson (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1960), 257-58 n 49. Incidentally, this version also adds the comma
in question, although Duthie’s 1949 edition, upon which it is based, had not done so. (See
n. 2 above.)
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than he does about truly knowing others. When Kent, disguised
as Caius, follows Lear and offers to serve him, Lear asks, “Dost
thou know me, fellow?” (I.iv.27); Kent pretends that he doesn’t.
Ironically, it is Lear, not Kent, who is confused about who is who
in the scene. Throughout the first half of the play, Lear continues to
futilely insist upon recognition from others when he doesn’t receive
what he considers to be his due. “Who am I, sir?” (I.iv.80) he asks
of Goneril’s steward, for example; later, he demands at large, and in
frustration, “Does any here know me? This is not Lear. […] Who
is it that can tell me who I am?” (I.iv.232, 236). Regan, incidentally,
comments he “hath ever but slenderly known himself” (I.i.295-96).
However, after Lear’s experience on the moor, he begins
instead to know others for who they are. Thus it is significant that
the encounter between Lear and Cordelia of which I have been
speaking occurs in the midst of his growing awareness of truth and
recognition of those around him. In act IV, scene vi—just before
this crucial passage—he recognizes Gloucester: “I know thee well
enough,” he says, “thy name is Gloucester” (IV.vi.177); and in act V,
scene iii—not long after—he finally recognizes Kent, who has been
serving him all along as Caius: “Are you not Kent?” (V.iii.284).
“You are a spirit ^ I know” fits right into this pattern as the first
glimmer of recognition—and reconcilation—that culminates when
Lear recognizes Cordelia as his daughter, acknowledges that he has
misjudged her, and receives her forgiveness.6
6 See Alexander Leggatt for a discussion of the ways in which Lear’s denial of relationships leads to the loss of his own identity (Shakespeare’s Tragedies [Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2005], 145-56). Stanley Cavell similarly argues that Lear’s primary motivation
throughout the play is to avoid recognition, even in the final scene where he seeks prison
(so his love for Cordelia can be confined) and refuses to see his other two daughters (Disowning Knowledge in Seven Plays of Shakespeare [Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2003], 5758, 68-69). However, both Cavell and Leggatt acknowledge Lear’s recognition of Cordelia
as a climatic moment in the play—and as a moment of insight, when Lear, however incompletely, recognizes himself (Cavell 45-46; Leggatt 168). Cavell further suggests that the
reason Lear is able to recognize Gloucester before anyone else (and that only after cruelly
goading him about his eyes) is that Gloucester cannot see him (50-51).
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To reiterate, the interpretation I’ve set forth is both possible,
given Shakespeare’s established use of zero relative markers, and
preferable, given both the immediate and wider contexts of the line.
If we take Lear’s response to Cordelia’s question to mean “I know
that you are a spirit,” the line merely reinforces his madness. If, on
the other hand, we take it to mean “You are a spirit that I know,” it
instead reinforces the play’s theme of knowing and recognition—
and becomes a tender moment in the tragedy. The comma, found in
neither the Quarto nor in the First Folio, simply does not belong.
Jenny Rebecca Rytting studied Jane Austen for her Honors BA at Brigham

Young University and children’s fantasy for her MA at Acadia University (in
Nova Scotia). She then completed a PhD in medieval literature at Arizona State
University; her dissertation placed Julian of Norwich in the context of an oralliterate culture, with a focus on vernacular preaching. She is now Assistant
Professor in the Department of English at Northwest Missouri State University,
where she continues to pursue an eclectic mix of interests (including, though not
limited to, the works of Shakespeare).

“Sir, do you know me?”

King Lear, Act IV. Scene vii
From The Library Shakespeare, illustrated by Sir John Gilbert,
George Cruikshank, and R. Dudley
(London: Will Mackenzie, 1913. rpt. Trident Press, 2000)
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Illumination from the Rochefoucald Grail (14th Century)
Daily Mail Recorder (12 Nov. 2010)

Books
Erratum: Volume 30, page 196, “ ‘Will in Overplus’ A Review of
Shakespeare Biographies”
After the volume appeared on the web site, the author of last year’s
Review Essay, Professor Stephannie S. Gearhart, discovered an
overlooked mis-attribution.
Instead of “Moments like these in Wells’ book provoke even the
mildly skeptical reader to recall Daisy’s remark in Fitzgerald’s The
Great Gatsby: ‘Wouldn’t it be pretty to think so?’ ” the sentence
should read: “Moments like these in Wells’ book provoke even the
mildly skeptical reader to recall Hemingway’s remark in The Sun
Also Rises: ‘Isn’t it be pretty to think so?’ ”

